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DuBois: JLARC Study Response

JLARC Study Response
These remarks for JLARC were delivered in the Pocahontas Building on September 11, 2017.

M

r. Chairman; members of the committee; good morning. On behalf of our colleges, I would
like to thank Hal Greer, Tracey Smith, Jamie Bitz, and the entire JLARC staff for their
professionalism. I am proud of the way our respective teams worked together in this process. And
given just how little experience the JLARC team had with community colleges coming into this
study, I commend them for their diligence and hard work.
We’ve reviewed the exposure draft, and find the conclusions and recommendations to be largely
balanced and helpful. Any concerns we have with the report are nuanced, demonstrating little more
than the differences that can arise from any collection of professionals interpreting the same set of
data and facts.
The mission of the VCCS is, “to give everyone the opportunity to learn and develop the right skills
so lives and communities are strengthened.” Our community colleges, collectively, represent
Virginia’s largest institution of higher education in terms of enrollment, accounting for 36 percent of
all public higher education students.
(The percentage is higher if you
count only undergraduate students.)
Our open enrollment policy is key
to expanding college access and
“critical to the state’s economy,”
given the increased credentialing
requirements of the modern
workplace.
To fulfill our mission we must
achieve a delicate balance by
accomplishing two things at the
same time: First, we must provide
affordable access to higher
education and workforce training
opportunities. Second, we must
ensure that those offerings are high
quality – game changers, if you will
– for those who partake in them.
Our task is made tougher by fiscal
challenges with which you are all
well acquainted.
We are proud to be the most affordable option for postsecondary education in Virginia. The vast
majority of our students do not borrow to finance their education; and there is evidence that our
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lower costs help bachelor’s degree earners – who began at one of our colleges – borrow less money
too.
Affordability is a priority throughout our colleges – and we demonstrate that within the things that
we can control. The report says that we are efficient compared to our counterparts in other states;
that the vast majority of our colleges have fewer staff per 100 students than other institutions in our
region; and it goes on to say that our system office, “provides effective support and strategic
leadership.”
Throughout our system, we strive to find new and more to be efficient. Now, the report says, and
I’m quoting here that, “Opportunities for further system-wide efficiencies are limited.” Limited, yet
we still seek them. From IT services, to our new Shared Services Center in Daleville, to a culture and
practices that finds nearly all of our colleges sharing faculty, programs and equipment among their
campuses, we take efficiency seriously. The effort to find ways to do more for less go on.
The report identified – correctly, mind you – the biggest difference between our colleges and
Virginia’s universities: we serve different people. And those people come to us with different needs.
We are proud to be Virginia’s biggest higher education provider for individuals from
Underrepresented Populations. In education-speak, we call them URPs. Community college students
are more likely to be older, poorer, enrolled part-time, and the first in their family to attend college
(just like I was).
Research indicates, these factors – individually and in combination – lead more students to leave
college before earning a credential. Accordingly, our completion rates trail Virginia’s public
universities but are “comparable to community college rates across our region and the nation as a
whole.” We concur with the report’s recommendation to increase the number of academic advisors
on our campuses. Our Shared Services Center, which is just beginning to operate, was created in
part to free-up money to support this priority. That won’t be enough, however. Additional resources
will be needed to realize this recommendation. We look forward to working with members of the
General Assembly to advance this priority.
Additional advisors is also an important strategy, we believe, in reversing the enrollment decline that
we’ve experienced over the last several year. This is a national trend. But inside our numbers, we can
see that helping more of our students “stay with it” instead of leaving before completion is no less
important than attracting more new students to campus. Along those same lines, we have convened
a taskforce of leaders from across our colleges to examine our enrollment and student retention
practices with the intention of improving them. This panel includes board members, presidents,
faculty, staff, and students. Their final recommendations are due in the spring.
We are also in the midst of significant technology upgrades to simplify our online application and
improve our virtual guidance. Technology alone won’t improve the completion rates of our
students. We know that. These tools, however, can and will help us better connect to individuals
increasingly accustomed to doing everything, and I mean everything, by touching a screen. Further,
we are working with the Department of Education to create the next generation of Dual Enrollment
offerings. These partnerships exist in high schools across Virginia. Today’s Dual Enrollment is
achieving its stated purpose for some students – inspiring them to pursue higher education and earn
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college credits while still in high school. But we can do better for Virginia. We believe an improved,
21st century model could serve more students and do it more effectively, efficiently, and deliberately.
On the other end of things, we are working with our partners to help more people take advantage of
college transfer options. Our dialogue continues with the State Council for Higher Education in
Virginia (SCHEV) and both public and private universities on how to best continue, expand, and
make more transparent what we collectively offer. The decentralized nature of these opportunities
today can be confusing. Too often, parents and students don’t realize just how much they could save
by beginning their pursuit of a bachelor’s degree at a community college; and they don’t understand
the many benefits of actually staying with us long enough to finish their associate degree along the
way. Improving would benefit families, students and the commonwealth as a whole.
We also agree that more can be done to ensure our community college workforce developments
programs – resource-intensive undertakings – meet the needs of Virginia businesses. The report is
spot-on in identifying that limitations in space, equipment, qualified faculty and resources prevent us
from meeting every employer demand. In truth, we are making a substantial difference there.
In fact, the report goes on to say, that current labor data indicates our colleges “offer programs in
career fields with the greatest statewide demand, such as health care, and colleges are generally
offering programs in fields that align with regional employer demands.” The first year of the
Workforce Credentials Grant Program was a success at our colleges. Including those who took
advantage of the grants that program offers, we tripled the number people who earned high-demand
credentials. Income data, of course, is a lagging indicator. We just don’t have it yet. Once it catches
up to us though, I believe we are going to see that this is nothing but a winner for the
commonwealth.
In closing, I would like to point out that this JLARC report represents the first outside look at the
operations of Virginia’s Community Colleges in more than a quarter-century. Its findings tell us that
we are pursuing the right priorities; that our colleges are operating efficiently, effectively and
responsibly; and that we are right to keeping the needs of our students and communities at the
center of our focus. We are grateful for the report’s policy suggestions, as we believe there are
always ways for us to improve and be better.
Thank you.
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